Design Research Society

DRS Digital Library
DRS Biennial Conference Series

DRS2004 - Futureground

Nov 17th, 12:00 AM

Specialisation in the Profession of Industrial Design in Finland.
Anna Valtonen
University of Art and Design Helsinki

Follow this and additional works at: https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers

Citation
Valtonen, A. (2004) Specialisation in the Profession of Industrial Design in Finland., in Redmond, J.,
Durling, D. and de Bono, A (eds.), Futureground - DRS International Conference 2004, 17-21 November,
Melbourne, Australia. https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers/drs2004/
researchpapers/120

This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Conference Proceedings at DRS Digital
Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in DRS Biennial Conference Series by an authorized administrator of DRS
Digital Library. For more information, please contact DL@designresearchsociety.org.

Specialisation in the Profession of
Industrial Design in Finland.

Industrial Design in Finland has changed a lot during the past ten years. Ten years
ago industrial designers were only educated at one university. Today there are two
universities and a multitude of polytechnics educating industrial designers. Ten years
ago most of the Finnish industrial designers worked in small or middle-sized design
agencies. There was very little specialisation; one office could do everything from
toys to trucks. Today the biggest offices have a clear focus and even the design
process has become a well-marketed commodity – only in order to make the use of
strategic design as easy as possible for the customer. Ten years ago very few
designers were employed directly by the industry. Today they amount to 30% of the
profession in Finland. In the beginning bigger companies only used industrial design
for operational product development projects. When the amount of in-house
designers grew, the understanding of good design management as part of
growing a strong brand became self-evident and design was used increasingly
for strategic purposes.

Anna Valtonen
University of Art and Design
Helsinki

Many things have caused this remarkable and rapid change within Finnish industrial
design. The Finnish society has gone through some major changes; we have had
both recession and an economical upswing within the last decade. The technical
development has also had a great impact. New, electronic based industries have
needed new professionals such as interaction designers and design managers.
Also the technical tools of the industrial designers have developed; concurrent
engineering has become mainstream and all students are taught to model in 3D.
The Finnish government has initiated several programs, such as the design 2005!
program, in order to boost the usage of industrial design in Finland. Also Nokia,
employing some 25% of the Finnish industrial designers directly and even more
indirectly, has had a big impact on the development of Finnish industrial design.
Core Questions
There has been a remarkable change in industrial design in Finland during the past
ten years. Why? How has the industry, technology, economy, government and
education in Finland affected this?
Industrial design is currently far more specialised than it used to be. Which are the
specialisations and how do the individual designers choose them?
How does this phenomena relate to the development that has occurred in other
similar professions, like architects and engineers?
Goals and Methods
My research aims to get an overview of what industrial design is in Finland today,
how it specialises and why. The existing information on the profession of industrial
design in Finland is very scarce and mostly based on the situation before 1990.
Due to this much of my research on the current situation is done by interviewing
the designers themselves. About 10% of the profession, some thirty people, are
interviewed. Many of these have a specialist role or work as in-house designers in
large corporations. The results from the interviews are then compared to information
from other sources in order to get the full picture of the situation. Understanding who
we are as a profession and why will also help us to develop for the future.
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Specialisation in the Profession of Industrial Design in Finland
Anna Valtonen

Introduction
Industrial Design in Finland has changed a lot during the past ten years. Ten years ago most of
the Finnish industrial designers worked in small or middle-sized design agencies. There was
very little specialisation; one office could do everything from toys to trucks. There were very few
designers employed directly by the industry. Today the biggest offices have a clear focus and
even the design process has become a well-marketed commodity – only in order to make the
use of strategic design as easy as possible for the customer. Today many industrial designers
are employed as in-house designers in large corporates. My research aims to give a historical
overview of the recent development within industrial design in Finland and to point at some of
the reasons that have caused this change of specialisation within the professional practice1. In
order to understand the very recent changes also the birth and development of the professional
practice in Finland is considered.
There is very little previous research on Finnish industrial designers or the professional practice
of industrial design. Most of the Finnish design research has concentrated on either the end
product or on design management issues. On an international level there is some research
done on designers working in design agencies but recent research on in-house designers is
very scarce even on an international level2. The importance of industrial design as part of the
competitive positioning of a nation has been identified in Finland as in many other countries3.
This research can provide one piece to the puzzle of what the actual events are behind this
change.

1

This research is participating in “Research project in the Development of the Profession of Industrial Design in Finland”, School of Design,

University of Art and Design Helsinki; (led by prof. Pekka Korvenmaa) Funded by the The Academy of Finland, Research Council of Culture and
Society.
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see for example pg.53 in Juha Järvinen and Ilpo Koskinen: Industrial Design as a Culturally Reflexive Activity in Manufacturing. Finland 2001.

A recent exception is Influence and Vision – an ISDA Corporate Design Group Study, published by the Industrial Designers Society of America
in 2003
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Research results that show this can be found for example in the Success by design NZ-programme, a report and strategic plan published by

the Design Taskforce, in partnership with the New Zeeland government in May 2003, showing that Finland globally ranks the highest position in
both competitiveness and design ranking. They use the results and variables of the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness report
2001-02 as a basis for their calculations.
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Methodological framework
This research is a qualitative study aiming to understand and explain recent events in one
professional practice in one country. It is a historical overview where some of the events can be
anchored in verifiable data but where most of the material has been collected through
reflections of the industrial designers themselves4 or in other material produced by the same
actors5. Half-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with industrial designers during the
years 2002-2004.6 As a total 24 industrial designers were interviewed, about 10% of the
industrial designers in Finland. The material was then processed through historical methods
taking advantage of sociological-, economical-, technology- and profession history in order to
achieve a fuller understanding of the contemporary field and to explore the central factors
behind the change described here.
Industrial design in Finland
The history of industrial design in Finland is interlinked with the general socio-economic
development of the country. In the 1950’s and 1960’s Finland was a poor nation, it had suffered
in the World War II, it didn’t receive any Marshall aid and was forced to pay great war
indemnities to the U.S.S.R. The government and the local actors used design to emphasize the
national identity and amend the poor economical situation. The expression “Finnish Design”
was born and further enhanced by individual designers such as Kaj Frank, Tapio Wirkkala, Timo
Sarpaneva, Ilmari Tapiovaara and to some extent Alvar Aalto. Many of the products were
tableware or artefacts in glass or wood. Design gained great success in international
competitions and was extensively discussed in press7. In the late sixties and seventies this
emphasising of the individual designer was heavily criticised as élite thinking. Design was not to
4

The researcher could also be considered part of this group.
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Such as the archive of the University of Art and Design Helsinki, the design magazine Muoto (currently published by a publishing house Image

Publishing Ltd. but until 2002 published by an association of designers) and Ornamo-tiedote, the monthly news bulletin of the The Finnish
Association of Designers Ornamo.
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In order to get a good representation of the situation the strategic selection of the designers was executed according to several methods. The

first twenty of the interviewees were selected using two separate methods. Some interviewees were selected as typical cases of their
specialisation. The same people often seemed to figure in press representing their own specialisation, often being the pioneers in their own
area. Some of the initial interviewees were selected by a method of quotation, were possible fields of specialisation within industrial design were
identified and the interviewees were selected as representatives for these fields. This method was especially used in the case of in-house
designers where very little published data was available. These interviews were then later complemented with an additional four interviews,
where the interviewees were selected using the snowball method; all interviewees were asked if they know other people that would be useful to
interview (and for what reasons). From these individuals mentioned some were then further selected for complementary interviews.
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see Harri Kalha: In the coils of an assymmetrical mermaid. The ”golden age” of Finnish design: image, marketing, discourse. Gummerus

Kirjapaino, Jyväskylä 1997 or Kruskopf, Erik: Suomen taideteollisuus : suomalaisen muotoilun vaiheita. WSOY, Porvoo 1989 or Armi Ratia [et
al.] (ed.): The Ornamo book of Finnish design. Ornamo:Finnish Society of Crafts and Design, Helsinki 1962
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be done for objects that were to be shown in exhibitions but as an anonym function that should
make the everyday life better for everyone8. This thinking was further emphasised by the
democratic movement that was typical for the left-wing politics of the time. Ergonomics became
the main design focus and children, the elderly and disabled were considered as the proper
end-users to design for9. The design of public transportation (as in the Helsinki metro designed
by Börje Rajalin and Antti Numesniemi10) was also very prevailing. In the eighties the economy
flourished and consuming became an accepted past time. Much of the design efforts were
focused on styling of products. In the early nineties Finland experienced a major recession
which was partly caused by the fall of the Sovjet trade11, as it had been possible to ship vast
amounts of products without much concern of consumer behaviour and preferences or even in
some cases of quality. The fall of this bilateral trade positioned the industry in a completely new
situation where they had to compete on a free (and mostly European) market with their
products. Industrial design became a tool in better understanding end-users and building brands
for this competitive market.
Today the Finnish industrial design landscape consists of approximately 250 industrial
designers12 and there are about a hundred design agencies. The largest design agency
employs some forty designers13 and in addition there are a handful of design agencies that
employ around ten designers. The vast majority of the design agencies are still very small with
five or less employees. A fairly new phenomenon is also the service providers who offer
industrial design services in addition to their main area, typically advertising or engineering.
Recently a growing number of industrial designers have been hired within the industry. Nokia is
by far the largest, employing some eighty people within their industrial design functions in
Finland (besides their designers elsewhere, not considered in this article), most of which have
been hired within the last decade. Besides Nokia there are a few other large companies, notably
Fiskars, Suunto, Metso, Polar, and Kone, who employ more than two but less than ten
designers. Some companies also employ one or two industrial designers internally. Ten years
ago very few designers were employed directly by the industry. Today they amount to about
30% of the profession in Finland. In the beginning bigger companies only used industrial design
8
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for operational product development projects. When the amount of in-house designers grew, the
understanding of good design management as part of growing a strong brand became selfevident and design was used increasingly for strategic purposes.
The employment path of the in-house design functions in Finland seems to follow a certain
pattern14. The first stage is when an individual designer is hired to do a specific project. In the
beginning the designer is often hired to the department of mechanical design.
“I read in the paper [in 1967] that [ company x] was looking for a technician. And I thought that this
suits me. [laughs]. [..] When I went to the job interview their reaction was: ”probably not, what sort of
an education is industrial design, anyway?” [...] but in the end they descided to test such a designerengineer. [19]

At this point the designer does very down-to earth design tasks.
“My job was as hands-on as ever possible. From beginning to end – I got to do all phases.” [13]

The next step is when this designer moves from operational design work towards design
management. In most cases this has meant to co-ordinate the different products of a particular
department to belong to the same product family and also sometimes to do design work that
isn’t specifically production-driven, like concept design etc. At some point this task is then
enlarged to incorporate also the design management of the other units of the corporate.
Sometimes this happens smoothly, in other cases there seems to be some friction between the
designers own unit (in who’s opinion the designer should work only for them) and the larger
role. In this transition the sole designer is often moved from the mechanics department to the
marketing department15. When the designer is employed by the marketing department their role
becomes a broader and more general view on design (thus design management) rather than a
product specific one.
“We were mandated to take care of the whole design-area and to ensure the usage of it in all our
products. We started by defining three areas of our resposibilities; product design, user-interface
design and brand design.” [17]

The first designer can also be hired directly to this phase, as a few cases have shown. In these
cases the company usually has a long history in using design agencies as subcontractors (then
controlled and managed by the marketing manager) and need someone to specifically manage
this external design work. The first designer usually spends quite a while as the only designer
before the design function is acknowledged as it’s own function and the design manager hires
more designers to work for him. The development time between hiring the second and the third

14

also partly suggested by Perheentupa, Eljas: Teollinen muotoilu liikkeenjohtamisessa. Taideteollisen korkeakoulun julkaisusarja B 16, Helsinki

1989 as well as verified through the interviews.
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In some larger companies the product development department.
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designer is usually a lot shorter. The speed in which this development happens varies a lot. In
one case it has taken decades before the second designer was hired, in other cases it has been
a matter of months after the design function had been recognized as its own function.
Specialisation within the design function starts to appear as the size of the group increases.

Reasons behind the change
This research clearly shows that there has been a major change in Finnish industrial design
within the past decade. The changes have affected the professional practice of industrial design
on many levels, and a process of specialisation has occurred. The research also shows that
there are at least four main factors for this change.
1. The Finnish society has gone through major changes; there has been both recession and an
economical upswing within the last decade. The sudden fall of the Eastern trade forced the
companies to focus on new means of competitiveness16, of which industrial design became one.
2. The Finnish government has initiated several programs, such as the design 2005! program17, which aims to enhance the country’s international competitiveness by promoting
design education and research, by integrating design into a broader national innovation strategy
and by promoting Finland as a design leader. The impact of these programmes, both as
normative texts of what should be as well as financial frameworks for several new initiatives
within the field of industrial design have been broad.
3. The technical development has also had a great impact. In 1990 the IT-cluster accounted for
5% of the Finnish export, a decade later it corresponded to a third of it18. In a nation with a firm
history in forestry and metal industry this was quite a change. New, electronics industries
needed new professionals such as interaction designers. Also the technical tools of the
industrial designers have developed; concurrent engineering has become mainstream and all
students are taught to model in 3D-softwares. The technological change has caused growth of
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Jorma Kalela [et al] (ed.): Down from the heavens, Up from the ashes. The Finnish economic crisis of the 1990s in the light of economical and

social research. The Research Programme of the Economic Crisis of the 1990s in Finland. VATT Publictions 27:6, Government Institute for
Economic Research, Helsinki 2001.
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Manuel Castells & Pekka Himanen: The Finnish Model of the Information Society. Sitra and WSOY, Vantaa 2001. pg. 22
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the knowledge base of the professionals and thus also a new field of specialisation. New
technology has been an occasion for restructuring19 the field.
4. The process of specialisation is also very much interrelated with the issue of organisational
scale. Internal specialisation (besides design management) doesn’t seem to happen before
there is a certain amount of industrial designers hired in the same company, probably around
five. Nokia has been the first Finnish company to go beyond this critical amount of designers
and to reach a substantial amount of designers within the organisation, as they employ some
25% of the Finnish industrial designers directly and even more indirectly through their
subcontractors. Even though Nokia is a unique case in the Finnish context it relates very well to
international research on other large corporates and their internal design functions20.

Types of specialisation
There are different types of specialisation within industrial design. I will here show examples of
evolutionary specialisation (design management), of an external event creating a completely
new specialisation (the rise of new technology and user interface design) and of an example of
where professional enclosure has weekend and amalgamation of different professional
competences has created a new practice (design communication).
1. Some specialisations have existed for a longer time and only evolved lately, as design
management. Someone has always managed design functions, but recent practices are more
diverse and differ from the previous ones.
Design management differs depending on if is done in a design agency or within a large, inhouse corporation. In the design agencies the most typical case is that of the managing director.
Most Finnish design offices are very small, the vast majority consisting of only one or two
people. In these cases the designer performs managerial tasks besides other design work.
When the company consists of three to fifteen people there is usually a designated manager. In
most cases this is a designer by background and they still can perform other design tasks to
some extent. Promoting the agency and acquisition of new customers then becomes more
essential.

19

S.E. Barley: Technology as an Occasion for Structuring. Administrative Science Quarterly 31, 1986

20

See for example Paul Kunkel: Digital Dreams. The Work of the Sony Design Center. Universe, New York, 1999
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In in-house design organisations the design manager role manifests itself in different ways. If
the internal design department has less than five members (which in Finland is almost always
the case) the design manager both co-ordinates the design roadmaps and guidelines (external
functions), as well as manages the finance and personnel issues of the design function (internal
functions) 21. The exception to this rule is Nokia, where the mere scale of the organisation has
caused different types of design management. Some design managers have a role focused only
on personnel management; others have no personnel responsibilities but focus solely on the
design development and roadmaps of a certain product area. There are design manager roles
where the focus is on one part of the design process as well as positions were the supporting
role becomes more apparent. Model making or concept design can be seen as examples of the
former and colour and material development or trend research of the latter. Naturally there are
also diverse combinations of these roles and focus areas.
The most typical way to embark upon a career in design management also follows an
evolutionary path, as the design manager usually has a long and profound career in other
design tasks and then gradually gains more responsibility until the work description consists
entirely of managerial tasks. However, there are recent exeptions to this practice. Design
Management (or design leadership) has been taught as a separate curriculum at university
level. Young individuals enter the workplace with a focus on managerial tasks in design, rather
than ambitions of a long and prosperous career in design which could then decades later be
awarded with positions in design management. Equally, there are individuals with other formal
training than design entering positions in design management. Two design agencies have been
identified where the managing director has a formal training and background in economics22.
This discussion whether the managerial tasks should be performed by someone that has the
same educational background has occurred in many other professions as well. In medicine the
head of the ward very often has a background in medicine (even though there are cultural
differences in this practice)23, in arts management it has become more common to separate the
economical and personnel management issues from the artistic leadership24.
2. User interface design provides an example of a totally different development path than design
management. User interface as a specialisation of industrial design has only occurred with the
21

Blaich, Robert with Janet Blaich: Product Design and Corporate Strategy. McGraw-Hill, U.S.A. 1993. pg. 13
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This is a very new development within industrial design, as in Piira, Sampsa & Järvinen Juha: Survey of industrial design in Finland 2002.

Designium. University of Art and Design Helsinki 2002 pg. 19 , a research where 30 design agencies participated, none had a manager with an
economical background. Less than two years later two of these agencies did.
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E. Friedson: The Professional Dominance: The Social Structure of Medical Care. Atherton, New York. 1970

24
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rise of the high-tech industry. Information technology has changed from an intrinsic value in a
product to a subliminal part of most electronical consumer products25. These products need a
display in order to make the interaction between the user and the product possible, which has
created the need of user-interface designers. These designers have usually had an interest
towards the area from a very early stage and are typically younger than the traditional design
managers. It is probably only a matter of time when this new specialisation normalizes and the
age distribution becomes more conventional. Interface design exists as a specialisation both on
an individual and on a company level.
3. In design communication the laws of professional disclosure, so often clearly pronounced in
the Finnish design field, do not seem to apply and the collaboration of professionals with
different backgrounds appears to be more a rule than an exception. This specialisation within
industrial design, equal to that of interface design, exists both on a personal and an
organisational level. There are individuals who do design communication as a part time-job as
well as entire agencies which focus solely on the subject.
The most typical case is when industrial designers work with graphical designers. One office
has specialised in writing about industrial design; the industrial designers contributing with the
design content in the articles and the graphic designers providing the layout and visual
positioning of the article. In this way they have been able to offer design articles, design
supplements to magazines with economical focus, or complete design magazines, with layout
and all, to publishers. Other companies, also combining industrial design and graphic design,
focus on design communication on the product level. Much of this work could be considered
brand building or brand identity material. Many of them also work with packaging design.
When design communication is viewed from the point of exhibition design the combination of
industrial design and interior architecture becomes more frequent. Several companies have
focused on exhibition design either for traditional, more permanent exhibition spaces such as
museums, corporate representation and presentation spaces or recently also for temporary
exhibition spaces such as trade fairs and events of experience marketing.
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see Christian Lindholm & Turkka Keinonen & Harri Kiljander: Mobile usability. How Nokia changed the face of the mobile phone. McGrawHill, New York 2003
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Conclusion
The result of this study draws a picture of how the professional practice of industrial design in
Finland has specialised. It describes the historical path that has lead to this current
development and analyses some of the reasons behind it. An insight into one particular case
study, here the Finnish one, could help us in gaining a broader understanding of the individuals
and processes behind the events that are referred to on the level of national programmes and
international press.

